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Someone has suggested that, after God created us in God’s own image, we tried to return the favor—creating God in our image.  The consequences of the latter have been disastrous to religion and a broadside to God’s reputation.   Nowhere is that truth more self-evident than in the ancient stories of Abraham’s grandchildren—Jacob and Esau.  Indeed, the description of God that emerges from the Genesis writer’s story about the twin sons of Isaac and Rebekah distorts the divine nature almost as much as the two central characters in this story—Jacob and Esau—give human nature a bad name.
Keep in mind that many of the narratives in Genesis were written to explain why things were the way they were or why things are the way they are—etiological stories, these narratives are called.  For example, in the account of Noah and the flood, the writer describes the origin of the rainbow.  Similarly, in a memorable narrative about the infamous Tower of Babel, the writer explains the multiplicity of languages in the world.  In that tradition of stories of beginnings, the very first in a series of accounts about Jacob and Esau pointed to the origin of the perpetual conflict between the people of Israel and the people of Edom, nations that took form around the personalities of Jacob and Esau respectively.  
The writer of Genesis introduces us to Jacob and Esau while they were fetuses engaged in a fierce struggle with each other within their mother’s womb.  Things have to get better as we learn about these two, we think; wrong.  Esau emerged from the womb of Rebekah first—a child reddish in color and thickly covered with hair.  Jacob sprang from the womb clutching the heel of Esau.   Early in the childhood of these warring twins, Esau developed into a skilled hunter while Jacob, the quieter of the two, took on the attributes of an exemplary shepherd.  The two children divided their parents—Isaac, the father, loved Esau because he liked to eat wild game and Rebekah obviously was partial to Jacob.
Just look at the conflicts that fill the very first, brief, chapter in the biblical story about Jacob and Esau.  The conflicts between the two brothers spawned conflicts between their parents, conflicts between hunters of animals and protectors of animals, and, in time, conflicts between the people of Edom and the people of Israel.
Now, here is the real kicker in this early narrative.  The author began his story about Jacob and Esau reporting that they had fought each other in Rebekah’s womb in order to place the blame for all of the conflicts in the story on God.  Behind this story resides the ugliest form of a radical belief in predestination—whatever happens is a result of the sovereignty of God.  The primitive reasoning was understandable up to a point.  Since God alone was all-powerful, the writer surmised, God must have caused everything that happened—the good and the bad.  Thus, God must have been responsible for the antagonism that developed between life-styles and conflicts between families and nations.  Where, pray tell, are “the majesty and the glory” in that? 
I do not know about you, but I find myself wanting to scream to the writer of the Jacob-Esau story, “What kind of God do you believe in?  Do you realize the implications of what you are saying about this family for our understanding of God’s nature?  What kind of God is this?”
Honestly, though, such questions as these likely never entered the mind of the storyteller.  He was affirming God’s sovereignty by explaining how conflicts ripped at the people of the land; he was not writing a treatise on morality.  The author was creating a god in his own image—a god whose nature was a projection of the life that the author knew best.  Subsequently, hold on to your spiritual hats, as the story of Jacob and Esau continues, the divine nature—God—looks worse and worse.
One day, returning home after he had expended all of his energy working in a field, Esau happened upon Jacob boiling a pot of pottage.  Since Esau was the great hunter, one can conclude that the first born son had experienced a less-than- successful day hunting.  No meat was available, only a bit of pottage, and Esau was starving.  But Jacob did not seem to be into sharing.  Why should that information surprise us in this story?  Aware of, though insensitive to, Esau’s hunger, Jacob offered to strike a deal: “I will give you a bowl of pottage if, in exchange, you will give me the rights, privileges, and rewards that belong to you as the first-born son in the family.”  Had Esau not been “famished,” as the text indicates, likely he would have been infuriated by his brother’s attempt to take advantage of his hunger.  But, at the moment, his birthright did not seem like such a big deal to him. So, Esau agreed to Jacob’s proposal and dug into the pottage.
Had I made these last observations to an audience of ancient Jewish people who understood the sanctity assigned to a birthright, they would have gasped at what happened.  How could either son enter into such a deal?  But the deal was done, and everything about the family changed.  And, according to the biblical writer, God allowed the whole abominable mess to happen!  What is more, God did not write off Jacob; in fact, God honored the author of the dishonorable deal!
Surely, now, things cannot get any worse for Jacob and Esau or, for that matter, for God, we think; wrong again.  Mother Rebekah and the apple-of-her-eye Jacob conspired to steal the patriarchal blessing that rightly belonged to Esau.  This blessing was another big deal—the moment when Isaac would speak words of blessing to Esau that would carry strength, power, and influence for the rest of the boy’s days on earth.
Isaac’s loss of sight heightened the possibility of a major theft. Rebekah—Isaac’s wife, the mother of the fighting twins—tied wool on Jacob’s body to make him feel-like the hair-covered Esau, then made sure that Jacob exuded the scent of a hunter as she prepared the child who already held his brother Esau’s birthright now to deceive his father and steal his brother’s formal blessing as well.  Rebekah’s ploy worked, and another dastardly deal was done.  
In early Hebrew thought, a word spoken took on a life of its own; a word spoken could never be retracted.  So, Jacob now had Esau’s rights by birth and blessing from his father.  He was ready to set out on his search for a wife.  And the all-powerful God had not said a mumbling word of protest or lifted a metaphorical finger to correct an immoral situation.
Now one more episode in this saga of the two warring brothers is in order.  Jacob was a bit fearful for his life—he certainly should have been, we think—knowing that one day Esau would seek revenge for Jacob’s plundering of his life.  So, one night at a ford, a crossing point, along the Jabbok River, Jacob decided to go after a blessing from God with the same passion that had sustained him in stealing a blessing from his father.  The writer of the Genesis text tells us that Jacob engaged God in a wrestling match that lasted all night long.  At dawn in the story, we see Jacob hobbling away from Jabbok Ford with a bruised, if not broken, hip but with a future made bright by his success in wresting a blessing from God.  Yes, God, having been defeated in a fight with a mere mortal, had blessed Jacob and even given him the name that would become the name of the nation—the chosen people—Israel.  The realization mutes us.  But, enough has been said already!
Now, whatever we may think of Jacob and Esau as a result of this quick scan of their extended story, the question that I want to pose to you is, “From what we have seen of God in this story, what do you think of God?”  The answer to that question well may not be flattering to God or inspiring to us.  
One scholar of the Hebrew Scriptures has suggested that the only positive trait of God to be found in this whole segment of Genesis was God’s faithfulness.  God had promised to bless and multiply the children of Abraham.  Evidently, Jacob believed so strongly that God would keep that divine promise that he would do anything he had to do to be the beneficiary of it; and Esau did not seem to care one way or another.
The rest of the picture is not pretty.  According to the Genesis writer, God created two fighting sons who caused a conflict among their parents that escalated into deceit and trickery.  God stood-by and watched Jacob repeatedly take-advantage of Esau only later to seek to build an entire nation around him.  God blessed Jacob as a result of losing a night long wrestling match with Jacob.   What kind of God is this?
“Stop!”  The scream halts our recitation of problems in the Jacob and Esau story and causes us to look around to see from where the command came. The imperative resounds within our souls with urgency.
Well, the person behind the impassioned voice was a prophet who lived centuries later than Abraham and his progeny; the prophet’s name was Isaiah.  In the same voice, now much softer and more compassionate, Isaiah speaks to us again, this time, saying, “Seek the Lord.”   Strikingly we immediately are as aware of the conscience of the prophet as we are of the sound of his voice, and having been focused on Esau and Jacob, the presence of a conscience strikes us as an exceedingly good thing.  We understand that morality matters to this man.  He is devoted to the cessation of wickedness.  He is concerned about people’s understanding of God.  He wants to bring a halt to people’s efforts to create God in their own image and to call people to a new realization of God’s holiness, God’s distinctiveness, and of the impossibility of using ourselves as a point of reference by which to define the nature of God.
 
Suddenly, the voice of the prophet becomes a medium for the word of God.  We hear God speaking to us in captivating poetry that is devoid of all ambiguity:
“My ways are not your ways,
My thoughts are not your thoughts.”
These reminders from God serve to warn us that we best not try to create God in our image.  Should we persist in that endeavor we will write a script for religion that makes everything depend on us and we will posit a god so inept and inert as to be a part of life’s greatest problems rather than the solution to anything much less the savior for all people.
The image of God suffers immensely when we push off onto God all of our biases, prejudices, and hostilities; when we explain our wars as God’s wars, our social structures as divine institutions, and our economics as God’s economics.  How dare we even try to turn God into a white American male who sits atop a hierarchy of authority that allows him to guarantee that our nation will always be superior to other nations and to exempt us from responsibilities that must be borne by all people with even a modicum of morality about them!
Who are we to claim that God has endowed us with insight that allows us to pass judgment on the character and worth of any other person or to know whom to reject and whom to accept as an authentically religious person.  God is not like us.  God’s thoughts are not our thoughts.
How ludicrous is the idea that God is a political operative who rests the divine agenda for a nation in one political party or one political leader.  We must not suggest that God is the grand endorser for schemes to make money or the strategist for a sure-fire way to climb the social ladder. 
Listen, please. Should we persist in endowing God with our impatience, our anger, and our hostility, finally we will create a god who inspires us to hate and motivates us to foment terror on all whom we dislike. In the name of this god, created by us and sustained by a “holy passion,” we will rape, plunder, and kill the whole of creation. Obsessed with devotion to a deranged deity bearing all of our worst traits, we may even one day or another decide to kill the god we have made, disgusted that not even god can always calm our fears, ease our anxieties, do the dirty work that we want done, and please us as we think we should be pleased.
Isaiah said, “Don’t do it; don’t even try; you cannot impose your thoughts and your ways on God.  God’s ways are not our ways.  God’s thoughts are not our thoughts.”  
With the prophet’s words ringing in my ears, I wonder now, as I often wonder, how many people have developed a profound disappointment with God or turned away from God with skepticism and doubt or even declared their disbelief in God because they can see only an image of God that has been defined, shaped, and detailed by arrogant people who thought they could make God in their image.  These people robbed of the transcendent God deserve our request for forgiveness even as God merits our confession of repentance.
Our understanding of God is never enough to define God.  The hymn writer understood: “Immortal, invisible God only wise.” Our words for God and opinions about God must never be confused with the substance of God.  How dare we play creators with the Creator!
As across the centuries our spiritual predecessors came to know more about God as a result of God’s self-disclosure, we came to know more about God.  In the person of Jesus, as much of God as ever could find expression in a person, we learned what life would look like when lived in perfect obedience to God.  And, when we are honest, we have to admit, that the God we have seen in historical acts and in the person of Jesus is indeed different from us.  Why, we question God’s values, God’s preference for the poor, God’s relentless love, God’s stubborn grace for the undeserving, God’s propensity for healing, and God’s eagerness to offer forgiveness.  “My ways are not your ways,” God said. So, we only can bow before God’s mystery, unpredictability, and spontaneity because to try to explain this God renders us foolish and arrogant beyond measure.
Yes, let us be thankful that God created us in the divine image.  But let us dismiss any thought of ever acting reciprocally, seeking to create God in our image.  Such an act is beyond our capacity and inevitably will hurt the reputation of God and likely drive people away from God.











Images haunt us as we gather for worship this morning, O God.  Should our praise seem a bit muffled, please understand our preoccupation with devastation and our inability to shake off scenes that profoundly trouble us.  We see the blood-encrusted faces of people for whom a subway almost became a tomb because of a meanness born of a hopelessness that robs life of its value, an anger that knows no boundaries, a fear of attack that eradicates reason, and hostility toward everything that we cherish which others know little or nothing at all about.  We see faces drawn by a terrible grief exacerbated by the circumstances of loss.  We see faces hardened by fear—the fear of an insurgent ambush in Iraq that snuffs out the life of a son or a daughter; a child in a school or a nurse in a hospital, the fear of a raging, rogue hurricane devoid of sensitivity to the worth of possessions or the value of life that may lie in the path of its swirling advance; and the fear of the unknown by people for whom the unknown has become all threat and no promise.
O God, we need images that still our anxieties, stroke our grief as if with a salve of healing, slow the increased pulse-beats of hearts that feel as if at any moment they could break, and defuse our anger which, if left to intensify, will only give birth to more disturbing images.
We would see you, God; of course, not really see you so much as to see the consequences of you remaining with us where people die needlessly, where children are more familiar with the sounds of war than of the music of dance, where harsh winds of destruction blow inside us as well as across a body of water.  Speak to us as you have spoken to your creation in the past and let us experience the obedience of creation to your commands and be a part of that obedience ourselves.  You have said to the winds, “Be still,” and to warring people, “Peace.”  You have called us to look above conflict and to discover the depths of love.
Oh God, as you have stood with us through the storms of our lives, we want to stand with you in the peace that surpasses all understanding and in the establishment of solutions that overcome the worst of all problems.  Amen.
 


